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Why Should Schools Recycle? 
 
• Schools generate a tremendous amount of recyclable, high-quality paper. 
• Recycling is a great introduction to environmental issues and the concept that we are all stewards of 

our planet. 
• A school recycling program will encourage students, parents, and staff to participate in municipal 

efforts to reduce waste and recycle. 
• The Maine Learning Results require students to “demonstrate some practices for recycling and care of 

resources.” 
 
 

Steps to Start a Recycling Program 
 
1. Build support. Find out who is interested in recycling.  Who has the necessary time and commitment 

to help with the program?  Consider enlisting the Student Council, an environmental club, a science 
class, and/or any interested teacher or student.  Make sure that you have the support of the principal 
and the custodian(s) from the very beginning. 

 
2. Get organized. 

• Establish a recycling committee. 
• Get a faculty advisor who will communicate with the principal and the school board. 
• Set regular meeting times. 
• Develop a time line and goals. 
• Assign specific tasks to each member of the committee. 

 
3. Find out what is in your trash. The best way to set up an effective recycling program is to first 

determine what materials are in your waste stream and in what quantities.  You can do this in a variety 
of ways, both formally and informally: 

• Make the rounds with the custodian(s) and look in the trash containers.  What do you see?  Is it 
mostly paper?  Do you see any cardboard?  Write down your observations. 

• You can also perform a waste audit.  In an audit, you would actually sort through a random 
sample of the school’s trash, separating materials into specific categories.  Then you would 
weigh each category and record your results.  While this can be a great activity to do with 
students, there are some health and safety concerns that would need to be carefully addressed. 

• Look at waste hauling records.  Find out who picks up the schools trash, how often it gets 
picked up, and what the average weight is. 

• Look at purchasing records.  The amount of paper, for example, that the school buys in a 
month may be a good indication of the amount of paper that gets used and discarded each 
month. 

 
4. Find a market.  Once you have determined the materials in your waste stream that you would like to 

recycle and you have a general idea of the quantity of those materials you generate, the next step is to 



find a “market” for those materials.  In other words, you need to find someone who is interested in 
taking the materials from the school and recycling them.  Potential markets might include: 

• Your current waste hauler.  Check with the company that currently picks up your trash and 
find out if they offer recycling services and at what, if any, additional cost. 

• Local paper broker.  Depending on where you are located, you may be able to look in the 
Yellow Pages under “Recycling” and find a list of companies that specialize in picking up 
recyclables, particularly paper.  These companies may be able to offer you recycling services 
for your white paper and cardboard at little or no cost because those materials have strong 
markets and are worth money. 

• Local municipal recycling programs.  Find out if the local municipal recycling program is 
interested in taking your materials.  Sometimes municipalities will even arrange to pick up 
your recyclables.  Otherwise, you will need to find a way to get your materials to the 
municipal facility. 

 
5. Work out the details with your market/recycler and custodial staff.  The following questions will 

help you gather the information that you need: 
• What materials are accepted for recycling? 
• How must the materials be prepared? 
• How much contamination is allowed? 
• Can your market/recycler pick up the materials? 
• Can they provide containers? If so, at what cost? 
• How will you get materials from the classrooms to the central collection point/storage area? 
• What are the associated costs?  (Don’t forget that any materials that you recycle stay out of the 

dumpster – this could reduce school trash costs!) 
 

6. Determine space, container and equipment needs. 
• Make sure to work with the custodian(s) to establish the best container set-up. 
• Recycling bins should be clearly marked for the material being collected.  They should also be 

colorful, easily identifiable, and different from regular trash containers. 
• Storage areas should be dry, convenient, and clearly marked for pick-up. 

 
7. Get people to participate.  

• Develop promotional materials: signs, posters, bulletin boards, notices. 
• Keep your message simple, clear and consistent. 
• Use PA system to make weekly recycling announcements. 
• Launch your program with a poster contest, assembly, or other creative kick-off event for the 

whole school. 
 

8. Evaluate your program. 
• Measure the amount of material you are recycling. 
• Chart your progress and share it with the rest of the school (a great project for math class). 
• Talk to your hauler/recycler to find out if there are any contamination problems. 
• Look for ways to improve or expand! 

 
For more information, contact: 

Maine State Planning Office, 207-287-8050 or 1-800-662-4545 (in-state) 
38 State House Station, Augusta, ME  04333-0038 

or visit us online at: www.recyclemaine.com  
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